THE BUILDING OF PROTESTANT ENGLAND
efforts might have succeeded. Also he had a strange loyalty to
the memory of his mother, whose death he had secretly approved.
Further, he desired to stand firm with all his subjects, and this
he could best do by toleration. The ceaseless and drastic perse-
cution of Catholicism had not destroyed it; half the nation,
more or less, still held to the tradition of the old religion, some
few of the very greatest men were openly attached to it, and
very many were still willing to sacrifice heavily in goods and
personal risk rather than abandon it, James had promised
toleration during the last years of Elizabeth's reign, should he
come to the throne; but Cecil knew well that if toleration were
to be adopted as a policy increasing numbers would openly
return to the old religion. That would affect the whole state—
the Catholics might even predominate, and certainly he and all
that he stood for, both by his family tradition and by the nature of
the group which surrounded him and through whom he worked,
would lose their power. In such a crisis there took place an event
which settled everything in Cecil's favour and was the final
triumph of the Cecil family—the final establishment of that
they had worked for so steadfastly for half a century. This
event was the Gunpowder Plot.
We cannot be certain whether the Gunpowder Plot was
started by secret agents of Robert Cecil's—as we are certain
that the Babington plot was started by secret agents of his father
and Walsingham—we cannot affirm that it was deliberately got
up with the object it so well served; very many contemporaries
were of that opinion, but proof is lacking. What is certain is
that, whether tie plotters were egged on by secret agents or no,
and whether the man who was most prominent among the
conspirators was or was not acting with Cecil's knowledge, a
group of men gathered who were violently opposed to the
Government and sincere in their intention of following the
plan proposed to them. We also have evidence that the plan
was already known to Robert Cecil a few days at latest after it
began, if not before, and was carefully watched by him and
nursed. But the details which we have on documentary evidence
are not such as to make us certainly ascribe the origin of the
affair to Cecil; on the contrary, they would rather point to its
having arisen spontaneously, and only to have been nursed by
Cecil after it was under way,
In some day of March, and probably towards the middle of
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